A political prediction: 9 96 


Looking back from the future at 
the election year of 1996, one thing 
will be clear to all — clear, even, to 
TV’s Talking Head pundits who 
forgot to mention it in their ritual 
New Year’s predictions: 

This time next year, we will be 
looking back and telling each 
other that, of course, 1966 was The 
Year of the Independent. 

. That’s wis- 

dom that was 
probably missed 

by dedicated 

channel surfers 
who caught wave after wave of 
media punditry during the New 
Year’s break. Instead, they heard 
the conventional Talking Head 
wisdom that 1966 will be Bill Clin- 
ton vs. Bob Dole — no one else 
need apply, it’s already a done deal. 

Here’s that shallow wisdom, in 
depth: 

Dole will lock up the Republi- 
can presidential nomination ex- 
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traordinarily early, by the end of 
March. Clinton, of course, will 
have no real opposition within his 
own Democratic Party. So Amer- 
ica will be assaulted by the mother 
of all presidential campaigns — 
eight months (that will seem like 
80) of unstoppable campaign-bab- 
ble. That’s what the polls are say- 
ing now. 

But wait. Listen for a change to 
the rest of what voting Americans 
have been telling pollsters. 
They’ve been saying they don’t like 
“Washington” — especially its 
government. Even members of 
their own parties say they are 
turned off by both President Clin- 
ton and Sen. Dole. 

So you ask: Why, then, must the 
notion of a two-man race between 
Washington’s two politically mo- 
bile monuments be taken for gran- 
ite? 

The answer: It doesn’t. The no- 
tion of a race limited to these two 


isn’t etched in stone. We are enter- 
ing a year of presidential nominat- 
ing conventions that may be as po- 
litically unconventional as any we 
have seen. 

Here, by way of a public service, 
is what will happen in the election 
year of 1996: 

■ There will be a mini-collapse 

of Dole’s surefire, it’s-all-wrapped- 
up-early nomination. Republican 
voters, panicked by their own I 
ennui, will cast about desperately 
for someone who is more common- * 
man, less Washington-man. j 
They’ll give surprising support to j 
likable semi-conservative Lamar I 
Alexander (who’s got a memorable 
resume but takes faceless photos), 
free-trader Steven Forbes (who’s 
got a bottomless bankroll) and Pat 
Buchanan, who has suddenly 
emerged as the world’s only left 
wing-sounding neo-protectionist- 
right winger. / 

■ Next, most powerful political j 
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pressure will build in several 
stages — all targeted at a familiar 
reluctant warrior: Gen. Colin Pow- 
ell. 

■ Dole will mount a massive ef- 
fort (public and private) to con- 
vince Powell to become his vice 
presidential running mate. His 
best argument: Dole promises to 
serve just one term, meaning the 
nomination can virtually be 
handed over to Powell in 2000. But 
the problem is that deep down, 
Powell knows he will never be 
happy running as a Republican, es- 
pecially a neutered No. 2, where he 
will feel he must modify or evade 
saying what he really thinks on is- 
sues sensitive to the far right, such 
as abortion, gun control, etc. 

■ Pressure will also build for 
the retired general to run as an in- 
dependent. Backers will include 
disenchanted but still famous pols 
Paul Tsongas, Lowell Weicker and 
yes, Sam Nunn. 


Time out for a private word to 
readers: Virtually all pundits will 
tell you nobody can run as an inde- 
pendent and win the presidency. 
Tell them they are wrong. Powell 
can decide late to run as an inde- 
pendent (as Ross Perot did) and 
win decisively as Perot couldn’t 
once voters figured out that his 
siren song was all looney tunes, no 
solutions. 

Powell will weigh anew these 
pleas that will reach crescendo 
proportions. He will understand 
that he, alone, will not need big 
money to win. In fact, the less 
money he accepts from special in- 
terests, the more votes he’ll get. 

Bottom lines: (1) Dole-Powell 
will beat Clinton-Gore, decisively; 
but don’t expect Powell to say yes. 
(2) Powell the independent can run 
. and win; but he’ll waver, lean yes, 
then say no again after one last 
midsummer’s nice dream. (3) Perot 
will make sure somebody mounts a> 


strong independent challenge; 
Connecticut’s ex-senator and gov- 
ernor Lowell Weicker will likely 
run. If not, Perot will manfully 
overcome his shyness and run him- 
self. ' | 

Masses of middle Americans 
who don’t like Clinton the man 
will withhold their votes from 
Dole the Washington pol (if he 
runs with anyone but Powell) and 
vote independent. , | 

And that is how Clinton — 
never really popular politically, 
never really decisive as a shaper of 
domestic policy, never really re- 
spected as chief executive or com- 
mander-in-chief — will become the 
first Democrat since FDR to win 
re-election. » ♦ 

i 

►Martin Schram writes a weekly 
column for Scripps Howard News 
Service that focuses on the inter- 
section of the news media, policy 
and politics. 


